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THE CONDITIONAL ELEMENT IN PROPHECY. 

Illustrated by Isaiah 66: 12-24 ANr > other passages. 

By Professor S. Burnham, D. D. 

Hamilton Theological Seminary, Hamilton, N. Y. 

When one begins the work of applying .to the language of 

the Hebrew prophets sound principles of interpretation, in 

order to obtain, by the help of these principles, the exact 

form and contents of the conceptions in the prophet's mind, 

he soon comes to ask himself how far these conceptions have 

found, or can find, an actual historical realization. 

Let us take, for example, the last part of the sixty-sixth 
chapter of Isaiah, verses 12-24. The conception of the proph- 
et, expressed in these verses, according to any justifiable or 
defensible method of interpretation, must be about as follows : 

(1) Jehovah will give to Jerusalem great prosperity, glory, 
and joy (vs. 12-14). 

(2) But his enemies he will destroy in great numbers with 
fire and sword (vs. 15, 16). 

(3) Even Israel itself shall be purged ; for the idolatrous 
element shall be destroyed out of it (v. 1 7). 

(4) Somewhere near Jerusalem, Jehovah will gather togeth- 
er all the nations that have afflicted and oppressed her, and 
they shall see her glory, and behold the majesty of Jehovah's 
wrath, which shall flame forth as a sign against them, bring- 
ing upon them a swift destruction (vs. 18, 19). 

(5) Yet a remnant of these nations shall be spared; and this 
remnant, now fearing Jehovah, and earnest in his service, 
shall go willingly to peoples afar off, those with whom Jeho- 
vah has no controversy, because they have not yet known of 
him, nor done harm to his chosen people, to make known to 
them the glory of Israel's God (v. 19). 

(6) This spared and penitent remnant of the nations shall 
also bring back in honor to Jerusalem those of God's chosen 
people who have been exiles and captives in their lands 
(v. 20). 

(7) Jehovah, on his part, shall show his favour towards this 
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spared remnant of the nations by adding some of their num- 
ber to the holy band of the priests and Levites of the new 
commonwealth (v. 21). 

(8) But Israel shall be the queen-nation of the world ; and 
her sacred days and her sacred rites shall forever shape the 
life and the religion of all the nations of earth (vs. 22-23). 

(9) Near Jerusalem shall lie the bodies of those who were 
slain in the day when Jehovah rose up in wrath against the 
gathered nations ; and these slain shall be abhorred of all 
men, consumed by a fire that is not quenched, and a worm 
that does not die (v. 24). 

Now it may be fairly and reverently asked When and 
where did all this have a historical fulfillment ? When or where 
can it, in the future, be historically realized? Not certainly 
in the history of the Christian church. For, whatever method 
of interpretation may be adopted, literal, figurative, or mysti- 
cal, two elements in the prophetic conception will have to be 
allowed as fixed and indispensable, unless we are willing to 
say that there cannot be anjr fixed and sure principles of 
interpretation for the Bible, and that the language of the 
Scriptures cannot be treated and read like other language. 
But, if we say this, we virtually destroy the Bible. For, if 
its language is not the language of other books, what lan- 
guage is it? Who knows? No man on earth, whatever may 
be known in Heaven. If we cannot read the biblical Books, 
as we read other books, so far as their words are concerned, 
how shall we read them ? We are left with no Bible ; we 
have only a great enigma, with which the wildest fancy may 
play fast and loose at will. It would be wiser and more rev- 
erent to deny inspiration itself, than to say that we may not 
know, by the principles of a sound Hermeneutics, derived by 
induction from the study of human speech, what is the mean- 
ing of Scripture language. In the former case, we should at 
least have the great facts of revelation sure. In the latter 
case we could be certain of nothing. 

In the prophetic conception before us, we may, then, be 
certain of two elements : (a) the existence, in the future seen 
by the prophets, of three classes among the true worshippers 
of Jehovah, the "all flesh" of verse 23. These are (1) Israel 
itself, (2) the remnant, penitent and pious, of the nations de- 
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stroyed by Jehovah, and (3) the more distant nations not 
involved in the great destruction, (b) The perpetuity of the 
nation, both the state and the institutions, of Israel. The 
other nations, although they are to share in the blessings of 
the future, are not to be identical with Israel, nor even on an 
equality with her. They are to serve her interests, and pro- 
mote her welfare. Moreover, this separateness and subordi- 
nation are not to be temporary, but permanent conditions. 
So that, if we should admit that Israel, in the passage before 
us, might somehow stand for the Christian church, the condi- 
tion of things here depicted, can never be historically realized 
in the future of the church. For the conception of the 
prophet is entirely opposed to the New Testament conception 
of the church and its future, in which there is to be no Greek 
and barbarian, but one flock and one shepherd, and all are to 
be brethren of equal rank and condition. 

This passage is only one of many. What, then, shall we 
say in view of the fact that historical realization is so often 
impossible for the prophetic conception ? There seem to be 
only two ways in which to explain the evident fact. One is 
to say that the prophetic conception, because of the limita- 
tions existing in the- prophet's own intellectual and spiritual 
condition, as these were created by his place in the history of 
revelation, necessarily often rendered, despite the inspiration 
of the Spirit, his conception of the future fragmentary, incom- 
plete, or, so far as the form went, untrue to the historic real- 
ity of the future. The other way is to suppose that prophecy 
often had a conditional element; and that the prophet, in 
such case, set forth what he was endeavoring to realize in the 
national life. The gift of the prophet seems always to have 
been bestowed rather to secure a better life for the present 
than a magical knowledge for the future. Hence, if the 
national life was not bettered, and the appointed mission of 
Israel was not realized, it was of little moment, as it appears, 
whether or not the prophetic vision of the future found a his- 
toric correspondence. God had plans for Israel, apparently, 
which came to nought because Israel did not see aright the 
days of her visitation, and did not rise to her glorious oppor- 
tunities. This does, indeed, as one says it, raise the old 
question of the Divine sovereignty and the freedom of Man. 
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But, for this discussion, that question may be ignored. The 
fact must be that which has been stated. Else what did Jesus 
mean when he said, as we are told in Luke 19: 43-44, "Thine 

enemies shall dash thee to the ground, and thy 

children within thee, because thou knewest not 

the time of thy visitation ;" and, when just a little after this, 
as is recorded in Matt. 21 : 43, he declared, "The kingdom 
of God shall be taken away from you, and shall be given to a 
nation bringing forth the fruits thereof" ? Accepting, then, 
the fact that man's conduct conditions in this world, as in the 
next, God's dealings with him, may we not safely conclude 
that the conditional element in prophecy is, in part at least, 
the cause of the evident fact that the prophetic conceptions 
ha Ye not been, and cannot be, always realized in the actual 
history of the world, and of the kingdom of God. 

It is not the purpose of this paper, to discuss the question 
whether this conditional element in prophecy is the complete 
explanation of the lack of correspondence between concep- 
tion and historic fact. It would be fair to ask whether other 
causes do not also contribute to this result. In particular, 
one might inquire whether or not the explanation first sug- 
gested, that of the necessarily partial and imperfect character 
of the prophetic conception, might be reasonably and rever- 
ently thought of also as at least a partial cause. But all this 
would be foreign to the purpose of the present discussion, and 
is, therefore, left undone. 

It only remains to consider the natural and fair question, 
does not this presence of a conditional element destroy the 
value of prophecy? That depends on what the true value and 
intent of prophecy were. Our attitude of mind in replying 
to the question, will depend upon what we think they were. 

If we fall into the same error, into which the prophet Jonah 
fell some centuries ago, and suppose that the minute and 
accurate foretelling of a future finally and irrevocably pre-de- 
termined, is the chief aim of prophecy, our attitude of mind 
towards the conditional element of prophecy, will probably 
be very much the same as was his. He had preached, with 
great earnestness, what appeared, from the language used, to 
be a most certain and unconditional fact. " Yet forty days," 
he had cried, "and Nineveh shall be overthrown." "But 
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God repented of the evil which he said he would do unto 
them : and he did it not. " Jonah seems to have put great 
stress on the exact fulfillment of his prediction ; and, when 
the historic fact did not correspond to his utterance, we read 
that "he was angry." One could easily think that some 
modern interpreters had not only adopted his view of proph- 
ecy, but had entered largely into his feelings about it. We 
find another case of conditional prophecy, which was not at 
all conditional in the uttering of it, in 2 Kings, ch. 20, the case 
of the sick king Hezekiah. His immediate death was posi- 
tively announced. But prayer and tears added fifteen years 
to his life. This time the prophet was a man of nobler 
soul, and deeper spiritual insight ; and the unfulfilled proph- 
ecy was no vexation or offense to him. He seems to have 
seen clearly what seems evident enough to a thorough and 
reverent student of the Old Testament now, that the purpose 
of prophecy was to secure a present rather than to foretell a 
future, and that its value lay in its power to secure the 
present for the sake of which it was uttered. If this was 
accomplished, the future could safely be left to the care of the 
God to whom it was also a present. 

These cases illustrate well enough how a prophecy that is 
unconditional, so far as its language is concerned, may after 
all have a conditional element in it. It may be they afford 
too slight a basis for the induction that all prophecy is more 
or less conditional. But we need no induction to establish 
this fact. We have God's own word for it. He himself has 
told us, as we may read in Jeremiah 18: 7-10, " At what 
instant I shall speak concerning a nation, and concerning a 
kingdom, to pluck up and to break down and to destroy it ; if 
that nation, concerning which I have spoken, turn from their 
evil, I will repent of the evil that I thought to do unto them. 
And at what instant I shall speak concerning a nation, and 
concerning a kingdom, to build and to plant it ; if it do evil 
in my sight, that it obey not my voice, then I will repent of 
the good, wherewith I said I would benefit them." 



